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URDU DRAMATISTS OF THE PARSI STAGE’ 


1. Raunag, Mahmud Miyan Banarasi (1825-1886) 

In the southern system he was known as Mahmud Ahmad after his father, although the 
Parsis called him Mahmud Miyan?. Raunaq came and settled in Bombay, where he initially 
worked in a textile mill. He ended his life as a playwright, having served as an employee of 
the Victoria Theatrical Company until his death. The number of his plays is reckoned as 
twenty-five. 

Benazir-Badremunir [Benazir and Badremunir]: Raunag composed this opera based on 
Aram’s 1872 drama of the same title, It was published in 1880 by the Victoria Company in 
the Gujarati script, The fairy Mahrukh declares her love for Benazir, the Prince of the East, 
but he rejects her. Mahrukh gives him her flying cot, which Benazir uses to fly into the 
garden of Badremunir, the princess of Sarandip, where the two fall in love. Mahrukh then 
imprisons Benazir. Badremunir sends her friend Najmunnisa in the disguise of a jogin to 
find Benazir. Najmunissa meets Firoz Shah, king of the jinns, who helps Benazir escape. 
Firoz Shah sends for Benazir’s parents, and in the end he reunites parents and son. Mahrukh 
is forgiven and a warning issued that in future, no one should fall in love. After Raunaq, 
Abdullah and Tegh also made this story the basis of their compositions. Because of its 
Magical scenes the drama was greatly appreciated. : 

Ghari ya Ghariyal [The Clock or the Deathknell]: A poor soldier named Sitamgar becomes 
the king of Roshanabad, on the condition that he sacrifice a human being once a year at 
midnight to propitiate the goddess Kalka. Should he fail to perform the ritual correctly, he 
himself will be sacrificed. Sitamgar captures Nekbakht, the son of the previous king, and 
Plans to sacrifice him. Nekbakht escapes from captivity and goes to Nur Alam, a village 

«girl, who loves him. Sitamgar wants to make Nur Alam his wife. Finding Nekbakht at 
house, Sitamgar imprisons him once more. Nur Alam arrives just as Nekbakht is to 
Sacrificed, and at her pleading Sitamgar agrees to substitute her for him. A ee 
the clock strikes midnight. Sitamgar fails to perform the sacrifice on time. g cna 
appears and devours Sitamgar. The clock has become Sitamgar’s deathknell, and his cruelty 
makes him the offering for Kalka’s feast. : 

Ashiq ka Khun (The Lover’s Assassination]: Mastenaz. has three lovers named Ashiq, 


i i ith 
ao i iq and promises to marry him. Next she toys wit 
fea Tied catrhaageneaincll Tbnemir. Dilnavaz warns Ashiq 


Shuja. Then she starts lusting for wealth and inclines toward : , 
about Mastenaz’s infidelity, but he ignores her. Mastenaz plots to kill meee eet = 
assassin she hires tries to dissuade her, Ashig is eventually murdered. Jus 
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prepares to wed Ibnemir, the conspiracy is revealed. Admitting to her crime, Mastenaz 
stabs herself with a dagger and dies. Ibnemir escapes from the clutches of an unfaithful 
wife, and the assassin is sent to the gallows. 

Zulm-e Aziam [The Tyranny of Azlam]*: Nurunnisa and Shamsru are the offspring of a 
Turkish noble. Azlam, a Negro tyrant, takes a fancy to Nurunnisa, compelling her and her 
brother to flee to protect her honour. Shamsru’s ship is lost at sea, and Nurunissa is rescued 
by a noble of Basra. He shelters her, but when she spurns his advances, wants to disgrace 
her, Azlam, who had pursued Nurunissa out at sea and had been shipwrecked, also finds 
refuge in the noble’s palace. Here he introduces himself as Nurunissa’s brother, but continues 
to torment her. Finally the noble, thinking the two are in [incestuous] love, orders that they 
be shamed and sold in the marketplace. Shamsru suddenly turns up, recognizes his sister, 
and purchases both her and Azlam. Doubting his sister’s chastity, however, he becomes 
bent on killing her. The prince of Sham meanwhile falls in love with Nurunnisa, but is 
prevented by his father from marrying her because of talk about her liaisons. Eventually the 
whole story is revealed. Nurunnisa’s chastity is confirmed, and she and the prince are married. 
Each receives his just deserts, and Nurunnisa forgives the sins of all. Raunaq includes a 
number of spectacular scenes, such as flowing water and boats colliding and capsizing in a 
storm; the noble’s eye popping out when Nurunnisa gives him a slap; a holy man proffering 
a magic bottle, and so on. The romantic dialogues are good, although by the standards of 
poetry, the drama cannot be counted as of a high calibre. 

Hatim Bin Tai (Hatim Tai]: The main incident concems a beautiful woman, Husn Bano, 
and her marriage with Munir Shami. Husn Bano has set seven questions, which must be 
answered successfully by the one who would win her as wife. Many men come and go, 
failing the test. Husn Bano’s nurse pleads with her to break her vow, but she is not willing 
to do so. However, she falls in love with Munir Shami. He comes with answers to three of 
her questions and is very restless. Then he meets Hatim who promises to help. Through 
divine powers, Hatim meets some ascetics from whom he receives the answers, and, on 
behalf of Munir Shami, replies to Husn Bano. After a fashion, Husn Bano’s vow is fulfilled, 
and Hatim facilitates her marriage to Munir Shami. 

There is no doubt that Raunaq and Zarif are the oldest non-Parsi writers of the Parsi 
theatre. Zarif generally took earlier dramas and gave them new form, Raunaq too reworked 
dramas that had previously been written by Parsis, in addition to composing original dramas. 
His plays exhibit two main elements. First, they end on a note of idealism and morality, His 
dramatic sense of justice makes the character reap what he has sown. Secondly, because his 
dramas are operas, there is a great deal of versification in them. One does not find a high 
level of poetry. Even the ghazals that are full of romantic sentiments do not reach a superior 
level. Raunaq should be considered a poet of middling ability. 


2. Zarif, Husaini Miyan 
He lived in Bombay and worked for Jamnadas Mehta Booksellers for three rupees 4 
ron Later he began to write poetry, and he developed an interest in composing dramas. 
ere 1s no evidence that Zarif wrote any original plays, but he certainly transformed a 
number of them. As an example, Gul Sanovar is listed among the plays of Zarif. Aram first 
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wrote it with the title Gulva Sanovar cha Kurd [What Gul Said to Sanovar]. The same 
situation obtains with Zarif’s Chhail Batau, Lal-o Gauhar, Farrukh Sabha, Hatim Tai, 
Tamasha-e Aladin, Havai Majlis, Laila Majnun, and Gul Bakavali, all of which were 
originally written by Aram and modified by Zarif. Zarif made adaptations of other authors’ 
plays as well. Thus his contribution was that he took popular old plays and turned them into 
new operas. It is not known whether his plays were performed, or whether they were simply 
read and the publisher Jamnadas Mehta made a good deal of money because of the 
correspondence between the old and the new names of the plays. 


3, Talib, Munshi Vinayak Prasad 

Talib was born in Banaras, a Kayasth by caste. He came to Bombay and stayed there 
until the end of his life. He died in 1922‘. Talib is credited with authoring some sixteen 
plays. 

Sangin Bakavali concerns the love of Bakavali and Tajulmaluk. Bakavali is a fairy in the 
court of Raja Indar who loves Tajulmaluk, a mortal. Cursed by Indar, the lower half of 
Bakavali turns to stone; thus the adjective sangin (made of stone). Later, the king forgives 
her and the lovers are joined in marriage. A second plot also runs through the play, relating 
tothe loves of Chatravat and Chaturbudh and Nirmal and Sais. Sangin Bakavali was a very 
popular play, and several companies aside from the Victoria Theatrical Company performed 
it, However, from a literary standpoint, it lacks the quality of Talib’s other plays*. 

Alibaba aur Chalis Chor [Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves}: This three-act play was 
written for the Victoria Theatrical Company. Alibaba was a poor woodcutter eking out a 
living with his wife Zarina and son Ghanim. Even their servants came to their aid, so destitute 
were they. Once Alibaba and Ghanim were in the forest when a band of thieves approached. 
They learned where the thieves kept their treasure and how the storehouse opened and 
closed to the secret word ‘sesame’. They raided the store and took the goods home, but 
Alibaba’s greedy brother found out and himself went to seize some riches. After various 
attempts to kill Alibaba, the thieves were captured and punished, and Alibaba spent the rest 
of his life in splendour. 

Vikram Vilas? : Vikram once married Madanmanjari, and then left her in her country and 
Teturned to Ujjain. Rajratan, their son, is born and grows up ignorant of his father. One vs 
he opens his mother’s pendant and finds out that his father is King Vikram. He leaves for 
Ujjain with his mother. When he demands his share of the kingdom, Vikram orders Dangal 
and Mangal to arrest the prince, but they lose their wits and are taken captive hae 
Finally the king recognizes his former sweetheart and recalls that he made a gand. ae 
Marriage with her. In the second act, Manorama is married to Rajratan. Ko ni 
that women are superior to men by nature, thereby inciting the wrath of éicane “ rd 
herself in jail. Manorama’s girlfriend releases her from prison and proves "iat IEE A 
blind fools. The drama is in Hindi, and a number of miraculous scenes have been —— : 
The author’s craft is comparable to other dramas of the time, although the plot is very loose 
and there is a great deal of mediocre humour. ; eee 

Nigah-e Ghafla [The Careless Gaze}: Talib composed this four-act pla} y pein 
Theatrical Company. The peasant Nazim is duped by the villain Shatir into ig 
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Nazim’s wife Nargis is in love with another man. In his rashness, Nazim makes various 
accusations against Nargis and eventually abandons her and their young son. Nargis takes 
in sewing and somehow survives. Masrur has abandoned his wife Sambul, Nargis’s stepsister, 
and taken up with another woman. The rejected Sambul comes to drown herself in the same 
Tiver where Nazim is preparing to commit suicide because of separation from Nargis. Nazim 
rescues his sister-in-law, and sister meets sister and husband is reunited with wife. 

Lail-o Nihar [Night and Day]*: Bulwer-Lytton’s novel, Night and Morning, has been 
expanded and modified in this work. The dramatist makes the sinful nature of mankind his 
main theme. Deceitful and wicked characters are punished and the truth is revealed. Firoz 
and Dil Afroz, and Ashraf and Nastaran are joined in love’s bonds. After the removal of all 
difficulties, they eventually find peace. 

Ramlila’: Talib wrote this drama, based on the famous Ramcharit, for the Victoria 
Theatrical Company. In his own words, “This drama was written in the Hindi language 
because of its Hindu story.” The plot begins in Mithilapuri with Sita’s svayamvar and ends 
with Ravan’s death, the reunion of Ram and Sita, and the return to Ayodhya. All of the 
well-known characters are included, but Manthara’s husband Bhushan is an original creation, 
apparently added to bring the necessary comic touches to the play and create a link between 
the exiled Ramchandra and Bharat. The characters have been depicted in accordance with 
their temperaments. However, when Ram and Sita speak their Urdu dialogues it is extremely 
discordant, as in the following from Act I, Scene 3: : 


Sita: Dikhlao apna chehra-e taban kabhi kabhi 
zarre ko kar do mehr-e darakhshan kabhi kabhi. 
Ram: Pahlu men jab raho tum ai bilgis ru mere 
ho jaun main bhi rashk-e suleman kabhi kabhi. 
Sita: Ji jate hain ham apne masiha ko dekh ke 
mushkil hamari hoti hai asan kabhi kabhi, 
Ram: Ulfat ne vo kamal dikhaya zaval men 
rahta hun Khvab men bhi tumhare khyal men. 


[Sita: Show your shining face sometimes to me, 
Make of these parts a radiant sun for me. 
Ram: With you at my side, oh Queen of Sheba, 
The wealth of King Solomon pales before me. 
Sita: Seeing you, my Messiah, I gain new life: 
Difficulties are made easy sometimes for me. 
Ram: The wonder of desire is that even in pain 
1 live in a dream, while fixed only on you.} 


___ Because of the instructional nature of the play and its being replete with wondrous scenes, 
it was a great hit with the spectators. 


Diler Dilsher [The Dashing Dilsher]: This drama’s hero is a robber, a thug, a murderes, 
and a conspirator who through his deceptions really has a terrific time of it. When he is 
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finally captured by the police, he cleverly pulls out a vial of poison and ends his life. The 
niece of a trader is in love with him. Even though she knows of his wicked deeds, she falls 
into his clutches out of passion. When Diisher is caught, she dies of shock. The drama is an 
odd sort of tragedy. It is mainly in verse, indicating that Talib wrote it when opera was in 
vogue on the Parsi stage’? 

Karishma-e Qudrat [The Wonder of Fate]: The events take place in Rome under the 
cruel king Titus. Titus’s son Marcus is first attracted to his cousin-sister Dessia and the two 
decide to get married. But shortly thereafter he falls for Rahil, the adopted daughter of a 
Jewish trader. Rahil’s real name is Paulina, and she is the daughter of the religious leader of 
Ardiya, a Roman. Marcus, head over heels in love, seeks ways to elope with Rahil, and the 
Turk Nasir Beg becomes his accomplice. Rahil’s adoptive father doesn’t want her to speak 
to Marcus, but love’s arrows are too strong. Finally Marcus and Rahil get married. Dessia 
gives up her rights, and the reality of Rahil’s background is revealed. 

Harishchandra: The Victoria Company had Talib take up this popular theme in order to 
attract the Hindu spectatorship. There is no novelty in the drama’s plot. Following an 
argument between Vashishth and Vishvamitra, the sages decide to test Harishchandra’s 
truthfulness. Talib includes all of the trials and difficulties imposed on Harishchandra and 
his family from the various legends. Vishvamitra’s chief accomplice in this scheme is his 
disciple Nakshatra, a comic character. There is also a vidushak named Pandit Mangal Mishra, 
who is brave in speech and timid in action. This drama is unique for its language, Hindi. 
Talib mainly wrote in Urdu, but here he shows that a Banarasi Kayasth is as capable of 
writing smoothly in Hindi as in Urdu. From the standpoint of arousing religious sentiments, 
this play was very appealing, and Talib earned much success from this work. ; 

Gopichand: The story tells of Gopichand, king of Bengal, who became a yogi and achieved 
an immortal body. This deed was accomplished with the aid of two yogis, Jalandharnath 
and Kanif. Gopichand’s mother Mainavati was also an important figure. Various remarkable 
scenes demonstrate the extraordinary powers of yogis and yoginis and quench the thirst of 
the audience to view spectacular effects. The need for humour is fulfilled through the 
character Lotan. The language of the drama, the reverence of the Hindu populace for yogis, 
the use of attractive actors, and other elements made Gopichand a very successful drama. 
Talib’s poetic powers are best observed in the dramas Harishchandra and Gopichand. 


4. Betab, Narayan Prasad (1872-1945) ; ; 
Betab was boas in 1872 mpi Bulandshahr district, Uttar Pradesh. His father’s 
name was Dhulla Ray, and he was a Brahmabhatt by caste. The family was very poor. At 
first Betab worked in a sweet-shop, and then he became a compositor in a printing press in 
Delhi. One day Jamadar Saheb’s drama company came to Delhi to perform in the Rama 
. After the company placed an advertisement with the press for the pipedeven 
Betab met the company owner and was invited to sce a drama free of con n neve 
Betab bitten by the drama bug. Somewhat later, the New Alfred Company —— ce 
and the contract for printing the playbills was given to Betab’s press. Betab revis = = 
of the couplet in the advertisement, and after an argument, the dramatist agreed 
made a mistake. 
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Betab’s first play was Husn-e Farang {Foreign Beauty]. Next he wrote Qatl-e Nazir 
{Nazir’s Murder]. Nazir was a prostitute who had just been murdered. It was a hot topic, 
and the company profited financially. The play was especially successful in Lahore. 
Jamadar’s company began to take off. Betab’s third play was Krishnajanm [Krishna’s Birth], 
and the fourth Mayurdhvaj; both were unsuccessful. Next Betab joined the Parsi Theatrical 
Company of Bombay, a partnership company owned by Framji Appu, Ratanji Appu, 
Dadabhai Mistri, and Bajan. The director was Amritlal Keshavlal Nayak. Here Betab wrote 
Kasauti [Touchstone], Mitha Zahar [Sweet Poison], and Zahri Sanp [Poisonous Snake]. In 
memory of Amritlal Nayak, he also wrote Amrit [Ambrosia]. In 1909 Betab went to Calcutta 
with Kavasji Khatau’s Alfred Company. From Calcutta, he went to Quetta and wrote 
Gorakhdhandha [Labyrinth], based on Shakespeare’s Comedy of Errors. 

Betab’s Mahabharat was performed in Delhi in 1913. The company made a huge profit 
from it. The greatest impact of this drama was that it put an end to the dominance of Urdu 
on the Parsi stage. Company owners perceived the pulse of the audience and began to have 
plays written and performed in Hindi. In 1916, Betab’s Ramayan was performed in Lahore. 
Soon after, Kavasji Khatau died and Betab left the company and returned home. After some 
time the Alfred Company owner, Jahangir Khatau, again called Betab and employed him 
on a salary of 500 rupees per month. In the meanwhile Betab wrote Patni Pratap [The 
Splendour of the Wife}. After this play, Betab went to work for the Madan Theatres in 
Calcutta on a salary of 750 rupees per month. Under contract to them, he wrote Ganesh 
Janm [The Birth of Ganesh]. In 1931, Betab met Chandulal and Dayaram Shah, owners of 
the Ranjit Film Company. He wrote the screenplay Devi Devayani for them and entered the 
film industry. Betab died in 1945. 

Betab’s claim that his Mahabharat was the first Hindi play is incorrect. Before him, 
Talib had written Harishchandra and Gopichand in Hindi and Ramlila in Hindi-Urdu. Betab’s 
daughter Mrs Vidyavati Lakshmanrao Namra wrote her Ph.D. thesis on Betab and submitted 


it to Bombay University''. Therefore there is little need to reiterate what she has written 
about him. 


5. Hashr, Agha Mohammad Shah Kashmiri (1879-1935) 
Hashr was bom in 1879 in Banaras. He was a Kashmiri whose maternal uncle had come 
with his shawl business and settled the family in Banaras, Hashr’s first drama, Aftab-e 
Muhabbat [The Sunshine of Love], was published in 1897. After that, he went to Bombay 
and gained employment in the Alfred Company of Kavasji Palanji Khatau. He wrote Murid- 
e Shak [Disciple of Doubt], Mar-e Astin [Domestic Enemy], and Asir-e Hirs [Captive of 
Desire} for this company. Nami says that he had half completed Hamlet when he quit bis 
job, and that Ahsan finished it, titling it Khun-e Nahag. After leaving the Alfred Company, 
Hashr was attached to a small company. Here he wrote Mithi Chhuri [Sweet Knife] and 
che mae sera be Snare]. But he did not stay on and soon was back with Khatau’s 
npany. This ¢ wrote Shahid-e Naz to 
Inviolable Robe]. Then he left and joined a ene 
composed Khvab-e Hasti (Life is a Dream] and Khubsurat Bala (Beautiful Affliction). ° 
Next Hashr had the idea of forming his own company, and thus the Indian Shakespeare 
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Theatrical Company came into being. In Calcutta this company performed a number of 
dramas, and after arriving in Allahabad it folded. Hashr then began employment with the 
Madan Theatres. Here his famous plays Madhur Murali [Sweet Murali], Bhagirath Ganga, 
Hindustani, Turki Hur (The Turkish Vixen], and Ankh ka Nasha [The Eye’s Delight] were 
written. 

A characteristic of Agha Hashr was his equal command over both Hindi and Urdu. 
Reading his plays, it is not easy to discover any infelicity. His understanding of Hindu 
legends was as acute as his knowledge of Muslim tales. He wrote both social and religious 
dramas successfully, and all of them became popular. Truth be told, very few writers have 
achieved his level. Hashr died in Lahore in 1935. 


6. Ahsan, Mehdi Hasan 
Ahsan was from Lucknow; his father served in the army. He began his education with 
Persian and Arabic, and he had some practice in English. Being fond of music, his inclination 
toward poetry was natural. Near Ahsan’s home was a large building in which theatrical 
companies from outside the city often performed. When Dorab Shah's troupe performed 
Ghazala Mahru and Jashn Kunvar Sen there, Ahsan was a spectator and became fired with 
the desire to write dramas, Ahsan is considered to have written ten dramas altogether. 
Bhul-bhulaiya [Labyrinth]: Although Ahsan wrote this drama on the basis of a work by 
Shakespeare, his play is quite different from the two possible sources, Comedy of Errors 
and Twelfth Night. All the characters have Muslim names, and the events take place in the 
Tatar country. Shakespeare satirized the decadent lifestyle of the feudal elite with the subplot 
involving Malvolio, Sir Andrew Aguecheek, and Maria. But Ahsan has added an insipid 
subplot featuring Abdul Karim, Fazita, and Vafadar, to please the lower order of spectators 
through an emphasis on women’s waywardness and amorous nature. In the main story, 
brother and sister are separated because of an accident of fate. Shakespeare had their boat 
capsize in an oceanic storm, whereas in Ahsan they are in a train that is struck by lightning 
while crossing a river. In both, the heroine dons male dress and appears to the king's beloved 
bearing a love letter. The beloved rejects the letter but falls in love with the messenger. 
When the brother and sister suddenly meet, the king’s beloved (Olivia in Shakespeare, 
Jamila in Ahsan’s version) marries the brother (Sebastian/Jafar), and the king marries Viola/ 
Dilara. 
Dil Farosh [Merchant of Hearts]: This play is based on Shakespeare's The Merchant of 
Venice. All of the suitors of Portia (Shirin in Ahsan) have been omitted except for fa 
Mahmud, the brother of Qasim (Bassanio). Unsuccessful in his suit, he returns home arse 
Shylock has been kept by Ahsan as is, and Zar (Antonio in the original) is shown as : 
a loan of six thousand rupees from him for Qasin.. Mohsin (Shakespeare's cree = 
with Shylock’s daughter Talha (Jessica). The casket scene is shown orion ited 
Test of the story follows the original. Portia/Shirin pleads for justice in can ied 
Shakespeare's persuasive language is lacking in Ahsan. Finally both m3 ee SS 
Shirin, Talha and Mohsin, are joined in marriage and celebrate. All of the meiteol | 
Shakespeare has combined to create his play are there in Ahsan’s work, but they 
together much more loosely than in the original. 
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Chalta Purza [Shrewd Operator]: The play begins with a debate between the Angel of 
Thought and the Angel of Action on the question of human nature. In the rest of the drama, 
a picture is drawn of mankind’s decline and demonic character. A bandit named Sikandar 
Khan disguises himself as a respectable man and lays a trap, In the end he is caught, but he 
escapes from police custody. Sikandar is the shrewd operator (chalta purza), the one who 
murders, goes to jail, imitates a respectable person, and in the end is exposed. Ahsan wrote 
this drama full of disguised characters for the New Alfred Company. The director Sohrab 
Ogra was very fond of this play, and he himself played the part of Sikandar. The female 
impersonators Amritlal Nayak (Appu) and Narmada Shankar were very popular in it. The 
company spent a lot on the set for this play and made quite a large profit. The drama’s 
dialogues are very tight, and characterization is quite natural. 

Khun-e Nahaq (Unjust Murder]: This play is an adaptation of Shakespeare’s Hamlet. 

Ahsan’s characters are Muslims, and the events are centred in the city of Damascus. Ahsan 
has compressed the entire story into three acts, whereas in the original there are five. The 
number of Hamlet/Jahangir’s friends has been reduced and the number of companions of 
Ophelia/Meharbanu increased. There are a number of other changes — in the handling of 
the ghost, Jahangir’s motivation, and Jahangir’s relationship with Meharbanu and with his 
mother. Khun-e Nahaq was a very popular drama. Different companies played it over and 
over again. Actors such as Joseph David and Sohrab Modi played the part of Hamlet and 
were very successful. The play was adapted for the screen too, but it was not as popular in 
the film world as on the stage. 
__ Chandravali: Written at the request of Dadabhai Thunthi, Chandravali was first performed 
in Lucknow. Later it was performed with great fanfare by the Alfred and New Alfred 
companies. The king Raj Mohan and his minister have an argument over whether women 
are able to maintain their purity. The king’s guru, Mahatma, claims that he will be able to 
undermine Chandravali’s chastity, but he is unsuccessful. In the end Chandravali proves 
her womanly virtue and Mahatma is embarrassed. The dialogues are linked smoothly and 
the plot is unified. But Ahsan did not forget to bring a Muslim colour to this play. The 
inclusion of Gungi, a bawd, is evidence of this”. 

Bazm-e Fani [The Transitory Assembly]: Also known as Gulnar Firoz, this play is based 
on Shakespeare’s Romeo and Juliet. Ghafur-ud-daula and Zahur-ud-daula are both 
respectable citizens of Firozabad. The most significant characters retained by Ahsan include 
the king, his minister, Zarif (the king’s jester), Masud and Anjam (Romeo/Firoz’s 
companions), Mirza (Zahur’s nephew), and Musharraf (Juliet/Gulnar’s fiancé). Among the 
female characters, aside from Gulnar there are the wives of Zahur-ud-daula and Ghafur-ud- 
daula. Musharraf and Firoz quarrel, and Musharraf is killed. Gulnar marries Firoz. Ahsan 
has changed the tragedy of Romeo and Juliet to a happy ending, completely turning the 
smal i lad The dilemmas of life that Shakespeare depicts are not even hinted at 
sh Ahn te aie wo ni ent Ps 
ani Miciihes writing. His language is difficult Urdu, his poetry is full of feeling, 

Ogues are strong and touching. If there is a lack in him it is simply that be does 
hot represent any of life's depth in his plots. His gaze is focused on the superficial aspects 
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of society. Possibly this was the hollow demand of his age. The audience enjoyed a low 
order of humour and could not imagine high romance. His patrons were also focused upon 
making money. As a result Ahsan could not give us plays that have a lasting place in the 
dramatic literature. 


1. Abbas, Abbas Ali (1889-1932) 

His name was Mir Ghulam Abbas, but he was better known as Abbas Ali. He was bom in 
Lahore in 1889 and died in Bombay in 1932. Abbas’s first play was perhaps Nairang-e 
Sitamgar [The Oppressor’s Trickery], written in 1906 for the Star Theatrical Company, 
originally of Lahore. Because of internal disagreements the company folded, and the play 
never appeared on the boards. However, Abbas achieved a certain amount of fame through 
it, and he was able to take advantage of this when Balivala’s Victoria Theatrical Company 
came to Lahore soon thereafter. After composing some scenes for Balivala, Abbas was 
offered the position of munshi in the company, and he came to Bombay and began living 
there. 

Balivala asked Abbas to compose a play based on a drama by Beaumont Fletcher, and 
this was the beginning of Zanjir-e Gauhar [The Chains of Gauhar]. Rehearsals of the play 
began in Lucknow in 1907, and after the company returned to Bombay it was performed in 
Balivala’s own Grand Theatre. In it, Nauroz kills his uncle and occupies his throne. He 
torments his nephew, Prince Mazhar, because Mazhar is opposed to his sister Gauhar’s 
love for Nauroz. Gauhar however wants to make Nauroz her life partner. Mazhar tries to 
get his sister murdered, but at the critical moment Nauroz shoots the murderer and saves 
Gauhar. Next, the sister (Gauhar) arrests the brother (Mazhar), but then Nauroz rescues 
Mazhar, and in the end Nauroz and Gauhar are married. : 

Dukhiya Dulhan [The Miserable Bride] was written for Framji Appu and rewritten as 
Jahanara for the Shakespeare Theatrical Company in 1911. Shamshir Islam [The Sword of 
Islam] was performed by the New Jodhpur Bikaner Theatrical Company in the Coronation 
Theatre, Bombay. After this, Abbas wrote Khazana-e Din [Religion’s Treasure], Nai Zindagi 
[New Life], and Kiski Bhul [Whose Fault]. In 1919 Abbas Ali wrote his well-known play, 
Punjab Mail, followed by the popular Shrimati Manjari and Mohini B.A. He also wrote 
Lady Lajvanti, considered the sequel to Shrimati Manjari. ; ; 

In sum, Abbas Ali wrote approximately thirty eh ae prensi caersiieh 

i i, and * poetry 
The language of these plays was Urdu, Hindustani, i ig Anica nee 


standard, but it was characteristic of the stage at that time re: 
Islamic milieu, and some were written under the influence of the nationalist movement to 


indo- Muslim unity. It i Je that the degree of contact Abbas Ali had 
Strengthen Hindu-Muslim unity. It is probable smal tall of his 


with various drama companies was unequalled by any t u 
plays were published by J. S. Sant Singh and Sons, Lahore, but the entire body of his work 
is not available. 

8. Mahshar, Mohammad Ibrahim Ambalavi : -Auisiar 


His full name was Mohammad Ibrahim and his pseudonym 
Day of Judgment. From this it appears that he was very energetic and of a fiery temperament, 
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at least in his way of thinking. Being a resident of Ambala, he wrote ‘Ambalavi’ after his 
name. 

Dushman-e Iman [Religion’s Enemy] is a sort of tragedy. In the beginning, Beauty and 
Love have a quarrel, and the devil settles the dispute. A king named Avid is tormenting the 
daughter of the king of Portugal, who had been exiled and sought refuge with Avid. One 
day he tries to rape her and gets killed. In this manner, women’s righteousness is preserved. 

Josh-e Tauhid (Zeal for the One God] is a religious drama in which the characters are 
depicted as converting to Islam. Dozakhi Hur [Hellcat] is a play showing the harshness and 
destructive nature of women. Khun-e Sherni [The Murders of the She-Lion] is also full of 
incidents of murder and distrust caused by women. The happenings take place in Greece 
and Rumania, and no attention is paid to the dramatic unities. Sunhari Khanjar [The Golden 
Dagger] is completely concerned with the loves of princesses and their conspiracies. There 
are countless murders. The events occur in Rumania and Bulgaria. The subject of Atishi 
Nag [Fiery Serpent] is fighting and murder for the sake of the throne. 

Gunahgar Bap [Father's Faults] is an accomplished play about a Hindu family. Two 
princes, Chandar Singh and Bal Singh, are the sons of King Vikram and Queen Nirmala. 
They all live together happily until Vikram meets the courtesan Madankala and marries 
her. Discord ensues between Nirmala and Madankala, and Madankala interferes with Chandar 
Singh’s marriage. After the former patron of Madankala attacks Vikram to regain her, 
Vikram, Madankala, Nirmala, and Chandar Singh all flee and are separated. Chandar Singh 
marries princess Surajbai and becomes king of a neighbouring territory, whereas Bal Singh 
assumes his father’s throne. Madankala elopes with Mauj Singh and then dies of snakebite. 
In the end, mother, father, and sons are all reunited. 

In Gharib Hindustan [Impoverished India], the principal subject is the Swadeshi 
movement, although the plot that has been constructed to illustrate it is very odd. Suraj 
Singh retums to India after completing a law course in England. When his elderly father 
g0es to meet him, the son bestows the title ‘fool’ upon him. Hari Pandey, Shiv Pandey, and 
Maulana Bashiruddin debate the issue of untouchability. On Id, Wahid and Aziz want to 
sacrifice a cow. Maulana, putting his son in the place of the cow, tells the two to halt the 
sacrifice. Suraj Singh is thrown out of the house by his father. He comes to his senses and 
begs forgiveness from his father for his bad behaviour. Education received abroad is proven 
to be incomplete and worthless. Swadeshi values are proclaimed. 

The plays of Mahshar are mainly filled with incidents of murder and deception. Some of 
them have also been written concerning the contemporary problems of the country, but 
within the old mould in which the illegitimate remove the legitimate and establish their 
power. One sin becomes the seed of another sin, and after much destruction and gore, the 
Story retums to the straight path. 


THE PARSI THEATRICAL COMPANIES” 


1. Elphinstone Dramatic Club 
In 1863 this club was founded at Elphinstone College by one of its students, Kunvasji S- 
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Nazir, assisted by the brothers Nasharvanji N. Parakh and Dhanjishah N. Parakh. Its members 
were Parsi youths and amateur artists from respectable, highly placed families. Their main 
purpose was to perform English dramas, especially Shakespeare. Among the actors, D. N. 
Parakh cannot be forgotten. As Portia in The Merchant of Venice and Zamora in Honeymoon, 
he was so brilliant that spectators remembered him for years after. 

The club went on expanding as new members joined, and slowly it was converted into a 
commercial club with Nazir as its owner. The new club became famous under the banner of 
the Elphinstone Theatrical Company, and the original club was renamed the Old Elphinstone 
Club. The Wadia brothers became the managers of the Old Elphinstone. The new Elphinstone 
at first performed Gujarati plays, such as Alauddin ane Jadui Fanas [Alladin and the Magic 
Lamp}, which featured wondrous mechanical scenes. Then Nazir had the company perform 
the poetic drama Indar Sabha. The speciality of the production was that as soon as each 
singing fairy entered the stage wearing the dress of her particular colour, the entire court of 
King Indar was lit up in that colour. In this drama the hero Gulfam’s part was played by N. 
N. Parakh and the heroine Sabz Pari’s part by Shyavaksh Master. 

The third play to be performed was N. N. Parakh’s Sulemani Shamshir [The Sword of 
Solomon], a five-act drama. A farce was also performed, entitled Asman Chali {The 
Sparrow]. In 1874 N. N. Parakh’s second play, Phalkasur Salim, was performed in Shankar 
Seth’s theatre. This was a Gujarati play. The fifth play was K. B. Framroz’s Pakdaman 
Gulnar. This time N. N. Parakh played the part of Gulnar, and Shyavaksh Master came on 
Stage as a tiny fairy. . 

N. N. Parakh was generally the leading actor in the Elphinstone plays. Parakh’s voice 
Was very sweet, and he was so successful and attractive that other companies tried to imitate 
him. It has even been said that Khatau and Khambata were followers of his acting style. But 
Dadabhai Thunthi was not in agreement with Parakh’s method of acting. He always prevented 
his actors from copying Parakh. In 1874, when Nazir took the Victoria to North India on 
tour, Thunthi was made the director of the Elphinstone, but by then Parakh had left the 
company and gone into the medical profession. Upon Thunthi’s becoming director, he 
seized upon Edalji Khori and had him write a new drama, Sitamgar. The part of Sitamgar 
was played by Thunthi himself. This too was a Gujarati drama, and its costumes and sets 
were all in Iranian style. Finally, after various ups and downs, the Elphinstone was sold to 


J. F. Madan of Calcutta. 


2. The (Old) Zoroastrian Theatrical Club : Fis as 

In 1866, the Zoroastrian Theatrical Club was started, following a public naan cee se : 

Gujarati newspaper Rast Goftar'*. The founders wished to perform new plays 1n 

Seth theatre cones Feet ihe life of the club was Nasharvanji Forbes. He ae 

the playwright Edalji Khori be brought on board, thinking that if Khori could be €nv0. 

he would not give his works to other companies and only the Zoroastrian woul Line ane 

Grant Road. When the Victoria Theatrical Company rejected Khudabalthsh which has ven 

written for them, Khori offered it to the Zoroastrian Club, and they performed it in 1071. 
Before Khudabakhsh, the Zoroastrian Club had performed Bandekhuda’s wae ec 

and eamed quite a name. This was their most famous drama, perhaps because © its Iranian 
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plot and costumes. Several scenes were particularly captivating. One depicted Shirin washing 
her hair, submerged in a forest stream. Another showed the large Kiyani army raised by 
Behram to fight against Khushru Parvez; each person’s heart was inflamed with martial 
passion. In the third, Shirin climbs the stairs of Khushru’s sombre fort atop a peak. Shirin 
sees her Khushru, bows to him, comes out and stabs herself, and falls off the mountain. This 
heart-rending scene gave new life to an episode from ancient times in Persian history. 

The Zoroastrian had certain unique traits that distinguished it from the companies of the 
day. Before the drama began, three actors would collectively chant a prayer. After the 
prayer, one actor would step in front of the drop scene and deliver a prologue. At the end of 
the drama, an actor expressed the company’s thanks to the audience and sang a benediction 
or salaam. 

Along with Forbes, the company included the Hindu partner Anand Rao who painted 
the curtains. The company also performed Khori’s Jalam Jor in the Shankar Seth theatre, 
based on Sheridan’s Pizarro. Framji Kanga Dosabhai played the lead, and Mervanji Pestanji 
Mehta and Hormasji Behramji Hathiram were female impersonators. The company also 
performed Kavasji Dinshahji Keash’s Behramgor ane Banu Hoshang in 1873". 


3. The Victoria Theatrical Company 

The Victoria Theatrical Company was founded in 1868, the brainchild of the Parsi scholar 
and reformer Kaikhushro N. Kabraji’®. As secretary of a gymnasium that needed financial 
aid, Kabraji brought together the existing drama companies, put on a play, and eared a 
profit for the gym. He then created a new company to prevent the actors from dispersing; 
thus the Victoria Theatrical Company was born. Four principal actors became its owners, 
and a managing committee was formed of upstanding citizens. The Victoria’s first 
performance was Kabraji’s Bejan ane Manijeh in 1869. Twenty-five Parsi actors took part, 
and the drama played for fifty nights. This production earned a good income, but the company 
Owners were not satisfied, so Kabraji composed another drama, Jamshed. This was more 
Popular than Bejan, and the owners filled their pockets nicely. Next Kabraji’s Faredun was 
performed. By this time the Victoria Company was well-established and was mounting 
plays with great fanfare. Other drama companies fell behind. There was still only one 
Playhouse on Grant Road, the Shankar Seth theatre, which was in heavy demand. Dadabhai 
Thunthi and three other partners found a plot on Grant Road and built a playhouse called 
the Victoria Theatre. When it was completed in 1870, the Victoria Company used it 
exclusively for their performances. 

The company was beset by disagreements between the managing committee and the 
owners. In 1869 Kabraji resigned as secretary, and Dadabhai Sohrabji Patel replaced him. 
Patel was from a wealthy family and had been an amateur actor as well as an influential 
figure. Ignoring the committee, he began to run the company in his own style, and the 
owners were not pleased. Dadi (Dadabhai) Patel was the first one to think of producing @ 
Play in Hindustani or Urdu. In 1871 he insisted that Khori write an Urdu drama, but Khori 
didn’t know Urdu, so he composed Sunana Mulni Khurshed in Gujarati’. Behramji Fardunji 
Marzban translated it into Hindustani, and it was then performed in the Victoria Theatre by 
the company. Seeing this Patel’s rival, Kunvarji Sorabji Nazir, had Khori write Nurjehan 
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for his Efphinstone Company. Nasharvanji Mehrvanji Khansaheb translated it into Urdu, 
and the Elphinstonians performed it in Shankar Seth’s theatre. Next, Patel devised the notion 
of getting an Urdu opera written and performed. He had Khansaheb write Benazir- 
Badremunir, and it too was performed by the Victoria. This opera was extremely successful, 
due mainly to two actors, Khurshedji Balivala and Pestanji Framji Madan. 

Another of Patel’s accomplishments was to divide the company into amateur and 
professional sections. The first was made up of actors who held day jobs and performed 
only at night (‘night club’), and the second of those who became full-time employees and 
worked for the company during the day (‘day club’). Both the Balivalas, Mancherji the 
father and “Khushru Kobad” the son, left their jobs as compositors with the Byculla Education 
Society Press and joined the Victoria Company full-time. Meanwhile Sir Salar Jang arnved 
in Bombay, saw a couple of the Victoria’s plays, and invited the company to Hyderabad. 
The day club began preparations and after various difficulties reached Hyderabad in 1872. 
The nobles treated them with great hospitality, and the Nizam himself was highly pleased. 
Some plays were performed in the women’s quarters as well. After the successful Hyderabad 
tour, the company returned and once more took Bombay by storm. Patel produced several 
more dramas by Khori, including Hatim Bin Tai in which he appeared to great effect as 
Hatim, and Alamgir. 

Here it should be noted that Dadi Patel was also a partner with K.S. Nazir in the Elphinstone 
Theatrical Company. For some time the two had not got along. In 1873 Dadi Patel turned 
the Victoria Company over to Nazir and left. For two years Nazir was the owner. In 1874 
Nazir decided that the Victoria should go to Delhi and perform an Urdu drama to test its 
mettle. The obstacle was that Patel upon leaving the Victoria had started a new company, 
the Original Victoria Theatrical Club, and taken several key actors with him. The most 
important was the female impersonator Pestanji Framji Madan (Pesu Avan), in whose absence 
the Victoria suffered a great setback. Nazir launched a search for new boys and with great 
difficulty located two — Edalji Dadabhai (Edu Kalejar) and Ardeshar (Ado). 

The Victoria Company arrived in Delhi and earned great fame as well as profit. During 
the sojourn in Delhi, an accident occurred. The drama Gopichand was being performed. 
Khurshedji Balivata was playing the part of Lotan, and Kavasji Contractor (aka Bahuji) 
Was on stage performing the Jogin’s part. Lotan was dancing while being beaten ys a 
whip by the Jogin. Unfortunately there were some nails protruding from the Sea ey 
Pierced Balivala’s feet and he felt great agony, but he remained intent on his duty ae idn t 
Stop dancing. Successful acting often comes at great cost. Another incident occurret pee 
Sone ke Mol ki Khurshed. The scene was a sword-fight between the police constable sear 
Khan and Jahanbakhsh, scion of a royal family. Nazir was sitting in the front row watching 


Yi i i i bakhsh) struck Jafar Khan’s sword 
ith some European friends of his. Dosabhai (Jahan Screen th 


with such vigour that it broke in two, and one piece flew off an 

himself and started berating Dosabhai. Dosabhai remained silent, but when the play was 
Over he returned the insults to Nazir. F 
__ The season ended in Delhi, and the company travelled to priaag Ini dee outed 
in Calcutta, where no Parsi theatrical company had been sone a eminent Bengali 
Theatre on Chowringhee Road, later known as the Royal Theatre. Se’ 
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singers invited the Parsis to their homes, where they discussed various musical matters. As 
a result the Parsi musicians were deemed deficient in classical music. Balivala indicated 
this weakness to Nazir, who became disheartened. But he took the bull by the homs and 
sent telegrams to Delhi summoning Dadabhai Thunthi, Dr N. N. Parakh, and Dosabhai 
Dubash. These three had particular expertise in the Indar Sabha and could enact it anywhere, 
under any conditions. In the end, the Indar Sabha was a hit in Calcutta. Thunthi’s singing, 
acting, and attractive appearance impressed the audience tremendously. 

The company went from Calcutta to Banaras and then retumed to Bombay and Poona, 
but there is no record of the plays they performed. After Poona the Victoria continued to 
perform, with Nazir running both the Elphinstone and Victoria, but one day he decided to 
extricate himself from the Victoria. He suggested that the lead actors buy the company and 
Tun it on a commercial basis. Eventually four actors agreed to take the company into their 
own hands and in 1876 began a new chapter in the Victoria’s history. Freed from the clutches 
of the capitalists, the company came under the actors’ management. The new owners, 
however, were faced with the problem of how to run the company. They were expert in 
performance art but had no experience of management. Balivala suggested that they tum to 
Dadabhai Thunthi, and he agreed to become a partner and accept the directorship, with the 
other partners staying on as joint owners. 

Upon taking the reins, Thunthi’s first task was to improve the costumes and touch up the 
old curtains. He started the practice of beginning each drama with a jalsa, in which each 
singer would sing a song and all would then join in a chorus. The admiration of the music 
lovers increased with this new item, and other companies imitated the practice. As before, 
the Victoria undertook a tour, this time performing in Calcutta, Banaras, Delhi, Lahore and 
Jaipur. But in 1877, Framji Apu and Dadabhai Thunthi resigned. The remaining three partners - 
took the company on another tour in 1878. This time they crossed the sea to Rangoon, 
Singapore, and elsewhere to display their artistic expertise. 

When Thunthi quit, Khurshedji Balivala became the company’s director, using his 
expertise to run the company. In 1881 King Theebaw of Mandalay invited the company to 
perform, and they settled on a fee of Rs 43,000 for the performance of thirty-five plays. 
Twenty-seven members of the company went to Burma, where the company was received 
with great hospitality. A servant of the king presented the guests with baskets of small 
oranges with diamonds and gems hidden inside. Once the king had a small pit dug and 
filled with rupee coins, and each actor took away as many coins as he could hold. In addition 
to these royal gifts, company members received presents from the Burmese people. After 
subtracting all the expenses, the company returned with a profit of Rs 50,000. 

The Victoria then girded its loins for a new adventure. In 1885 a colonial exhibition was 
held in London. Balivala took the company there, but they did not meet with success. In 
fact, because of their ignorance of certain regulations, they were charged with a heavy fine. 
The amount was so large that the entire property of the company had to be put up for sale. 
The earnings from Burma were thus squandered in London. 
gee another chapter of the company’s history had begun, namely their travels to 

Princely states. In 1880 the Victoria Company went to Jaipur. At that time the reigning 
maharaja was Ram Singh, who was very fond of drama. To fulfil his passion he had @ 





Narayan Prasad Betab (1872-1945), 
playwright in Urdu and Hindi. 
Courtesy Natya Shodh Sansthan, Calcutta. 





Mehdi Hasan Ahsan, Urdu playwright 
Source: Vidvavati L. Namra, 
Hindi Rangmanch aur Pandit Narayanprasad Betab (1972) 
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Scene from Narayan Prasad Betab’s Zahri Sanp, with actor Keranvala. 
Source: Vidyavati L. Namra, Hindi Rangmanch aur Pandit Narayanprasad Betab. 





Kunvarji Sohrabji Nazir, who founded the 
Elphinstone Dramatic Club in 1863. 
Source: Vidyavati L. Namra, 
Hindi Rangmanch aur Pandit Narayanprasad Betab. 


Scene from Khushru Shirin, a play by Bandekhuda, first performed by the Zoroastrian Theatrical Club. 
Source: Vidyavati L. Namra, Hindi pee aur Pandit Narayanprasad Betab. 
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Dadabhai Sohrabji Patel, actor-manager 
of the Victoria Theatrical Company, 1869-1873. 
Source: Vidyavati L. Namra, 
Hindi Rangmanch aur Pandit Narayanprasad Betab. 





Khurshedji Mehrvanji Balivala, actor-manager 
of the Victoria Theatrical Company from 1877. 
Source: Vidyavati L. Namra, 

Hindi Rangmanch aur Pandit Narayanprasad Betab. 





Kavasji Palanji Khatau, actor with the Alfred 
and Empress Victoria Theatrical Companies. 
Source: Vidvavati L. Namra, 

Hindi Rangmanch aur Pandit Narayanprasad Betab. 
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theatre built (now the Ramprakash Cinema). The Maharaja retained Thunthi as a salaried 
director to educate Jaipur’s gunijan'* in theatrical art. Some Parsi youths also joined Thunthi 
in the service of the court. Similarly, the Maharaja of Patiala in 1891 constructed a theatre 
in his city for the Parsi companies. The Victoria Company presented 2 number of bencelit 
performances in these native states. 

The Victoria went to Ceylon for the first time in 1889 and staged a number of plays 
including the Indar Sabha. In the same year the company had two dramas translated into 
the Sinhala language and performed them. The company again toured Ceylon in 1916-17. 
The director of the company during this trip was Hormasji Tantra 

When debates were circulating about whether actresses should be admitted to the drama 
companies, the Victoria also considered the question. Balivala decided that some actresses 
would be enrolled to sing and dance, and as a result Miss Gauhar, Miss Malka, and Miss 
Fatima joined the Victoria. 

The record shows what a brave individual Balivala undoubtedly was. He also had a 
special theatre built in Bombay for his company, called the Grand Theatre. In 1923 Balivala 
suffered a stroke and left this world at the age of 61. The company struggled for some time, 
but in the end it was bought by the Madan Theatres of Calcutta. 


4. Alfred Theatrical Company 
In 1871 Framji Joshi established the Alfred Theatrical Company, and the company performed 
Shahzada Shyabakhsh in the same year. The drama created such a stir that the Alfred, 
although anew company, entered the ranks of its contemporaries, the Victoria and Zoroastrian 
companies. The plot was related to the history of Iran, and Joshi played the part of a woman 
named Firangis. In Jahanbakhsh ane Gulrukhsar’®, Joshi came onstage as Gulrukhsar. In 
this play, mechanical scenes were employed for the first time. The eruption of a volcano, 
the emergence of a giant from the earth, and the descent onto the stage of flying fairies and 
other scenes were shown to good effect. The propensity toward spectacle was of great 
assistance in earning the Alfred its fame. : 2 oh 7 
The director of the company, Hirji Khambata, was a respected artist of his time. It was 
unfortunate that in 187] Framji Joshi was appointed Superintendent of the Central Press 
and left the company. In the same year, Hirji Khambata directed and produced his own 
play, Ab-e Iblis, and then bid farewell to the company. In addition to these two plays, the 
company performed a Gujarati translation of Shakespeare’s Taming of the Shrew and then 
shut down. x 
Around 1881 Nanabhai Rustamji Ranina took steps to revive the Alfred. He was “he 
by Kavasji Palanji Khatau, Manakji Master, and Muhammad Ali —— siete ny 
successfully performed Chandravali in Delhi. In 1883 they performed ae - sere - 
Bombay, and the same play was repeated with great fanfare in Lahore in 1884. i vs 
both Chandravali and Harishchandra were written by Murad Ali Murad. In this es .t = 
company had the services of the famous actor and director Sohrabji core : ee more 
Years the Alfred kept accumulating wealth and fame, and in 1886 it again folde eta 
In the third period, the reins were taken up by Khatau, but because of his penury hint 
innumerable difficulties. Ibrahim helped him with funds and rescued the company. Sohraby 
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Ogra was the director, Amritlal the lead actor, and Mary Fenton the feading actress. Mary 
Fenton’s arrival created a new trend on the Parsi stage. Previously the Alfred had not allowed 
any woman to join the company, but Khatau insisted and no one could object. Nonetheless 
a wave of protest spread among the actors and partners. The general audience was opposed 
to the advent of women. 

In this period Murad Ali Murad was the company’s chief playwright and his plays 
dominated. However, Betab’s Mahabharat was performed by this company in 1913. The 
company toured Poona, Hyderabad, and Ahmedabad, and when it returned to Bombay it 
began performing in the Roya! Theatre, now known as the Royal Cinema. Narayan Prasad 
Betab, the playwright, went to Calcutta with the Alfred Company in 1909. At that time, he 
was a company employee on a salary of Rs 175 per month. Thus the company continued 
operating under Khatau’s ownership”. When the company was in Lahore in 1916, Khatau 
died there. His son Jahangir Khatau tried to run the company to the best of his ability, but in 
1927 it was sold to the Madan Theatres. Its final drama was Patni Pratap written by Betab. 


5. Natak Uttejak Company 

After he resigned as secretary of the Victoria, K. N. Kabraji still had boundless enthusiasm 
for the promotion of drama. Therefore in 1875-76, he founded the Natak Uttejak Mandali. 
He had a separate theatre built for the company on a site in front of Crawford Market 
instead of on Grant Road. Before it was completed, however, the company performed every 
Saturday night in the Framji Cowasjee Hall in Dhobi Talao. 

The language of this company’s plays was Gujarati. Its first play was Kabraji’s Sudi 
Vache Sopari |Beteinut between the Scissorblades]. The company’s most famous play was 
Harishchandra written by Ranchhodbhai Udayram, which ran for about 100 nights. The 
owners accumulated a goodly profit from Harishchandra. Framji Cowasjee Hall had been 
taken on lease for one year only. When this period ended, the company moved to the 
Esplanade Theatre, and it was here that Ranchhodbhai’s Nal Damayanti was performed. 
Large numbers of Hindus came to see this play, women in particular. The company set up 
créches for their children and appointed some attendants to take care of them so that the 
women would be free. 

Next, they performed Kabraji’s Faredun. For some months this play ran successfully. 
Then Sitaharan by Narmada Shankar was performed. When Ram and Sita first entered the 
stage, the entire Hindu audience rose from their seats and joined their hands in salutation. 
This was the expression of the religious sentiment of that age. 

The Natak Uttejak company commissioned and performed dramas based on both Parsi 
and Hindu legends. Most of these were written by Kabraji, who also turned towards Hindu 
Stories, e.g., Nand Batrisi, Lay Kush. In 1883 Kabraji wrote Ninda Khanun, based on 
Sheridan's The School for Scandal but adapted to contemporary Parsi society. The play 
became extremely successful and eared good money for the company. Darashah Pate : 
rahi ra for his female roles in Nal Damayanti, Subhadraharan, Ab-e Iblis, and 

This company ran for a full sixteen years amidst numerous ups and downs. When it 
broke up, its properties were purchased by Nanabhai Ranina for his Alfred Company. 
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6. Empress Victoria Theatrical Company 

The founder of this company was Jahangir Pestanji Khambata. It was established in Delhi 
in 1876 as a limited joint stock company with several shareholders, the largest being Lala 
Lalsingh Dulahsingh. After becoming managing director, Khambata’s first effort was to 
invite the Victoria Company’s famous painter, Pesu Madan, to join the company. Some 
other performers also changed allegiance, including actors like Kavasji Khatau and Edu 
Sailani, melodious singers such as Naslu Sarkari, and all-rounders like Dorabji Sachinwala. 

Khambata began by performing the Indar Sabha with Khatau. The play was extremely 
successful, and the company’s fame increased, Next came Chhail Batau Mohana Rani with 
Khatau and Naslu Sarkari playing the hero and heroine. In Laila Majnun also, Laila’s part 
was played by Naslu Sarkari and Majnun’s by Khatau. In Gul Bakavali, Khatau was 
Tajulmaluk and Bakavali the same Naslu Sarkari. This cast was also featured in Khudabakhsh 
and Alibaba Chalis Chor. The ordinary public rushed to see the plays presented by Jahangir 
Khambata. Even kings from the native states came to see Khambata’s plays. 

One incident from Delhi is memorable. After rehearsals were over one day, a peon 
approached Khatau saying, “A Memsaheb has come to meet you.” Jahangir Khambata 
went to meet her and was astounded: a breathtaking appearance, a delicate figure, a face 
like the moon. Khambata began to wonder who this doll carved from marble could be. Who 
was this houri from heaven who had come to meet an ordinary Indian man? He soon leamed 
that the girl was Mary Fenton. Her father was a military pensioner, with whom she exhibited 
magic lantern shows. Khambata gave her an entry pass to the evening’s performance. Once 
Mary Fenton had seen the Indar Sabha, her desire for watching plays was whetted. Because 
she lived in India, she spoke good Hindi and Urdu. She was especially attracted to the actor 
Khatau, and their friendship deepened. When the company left Delhi for Meerut, Mary 
Fenton went along with Khatau. But her father followed and fetched her back. Khatau 
retumed to Delhi too and took Mary back to Meerut with him. The company stayed for five 
Or six months in Meerut. : 

From Meerut the company went to Lahore and set up their stage in Hira Mandi. The 
actors stayed in a Parsi residence called Gulab Bagh, with Khatau and Mary Fenton in a 
bungalow nearby. The play Khudadad was performed in 1878. The tickets were sold out by 
the afternoon, but the crowd kept pressing in. At eight o'clock the drama began. Because of 
the large number of people, the benches of the lowest class of seats collapsed. There was a 
huge uproar, but fortunately no one was injured. The company stayed in Lahore about five 
months. They performed Alibaba in Chinese costumes with Chinese-style sets. From — 
the company travelled to Amritsar, but the Victoria and Elphinstone companies had already 
drawn all the wealth from that city. It was the hot season, and Amritsar was like a furnace. 
Most of the actors left for Bombay. The only ones who remained were Mary Fenton, Khatau, 
Naslu Sarkari, and three or four others. Taking them, Khambata reached Delhi. But he was 


completely destitute, and the company shut down. 


1. The Zoroastrian Dramatic Society I 
In 1877-78 Pestanji Kanga, a good cricketer, joined with Behram i ae 
Katrak to form the Zoroastrian Dramatic Society. They decided to perform the ope 
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ane Sohrab written by Dhanjibhai Patel, based on a play by Edalji Khori. The drama was 
full of versification and a high level of singing. Behram Collector played the role of Gurgin, 
Behram Katrak was the wrestler Hajir, and Pestanji Kanga the king Kaikaus. The Society 
also performed a farce called Ratai Madam. These plays were performed in a shed-like 
structure called the Esplanade Theatre in front of Crawford Market. This theatre was also 
used by the Natak Uttejak Company. After K. N. Kabraji published a positive review of 
Rustam ane Sohrab in his newspaper, Rast Goftar, Framji Gustad Dalal, the managing 
partner of the Natak Uttejak Company, became jealous. He told the Zoroastrian Society 
that they could no longer use his theatre because the Saturday shows of the Natak Uttejak 
were losing income to the Friday performances of the Zoroastrian. Without access to the 
Esplanade Theatre, the Zoroastrian’ s doors closed. There was no possibility of doing Gujarati 
plays on Grant Road, where Urdu plays had begun to be performed. As a result, the company 
broke up. 


8. New Alfred Theatrical Company 

Muhammad Ali Ibrahim quit the Alfred Company in 1890-91. The original Alfred went 
into Khatau’s hands, and Ali together with Manakji Master started another company called 
the New Alfred. Sohrabji Ogra, who was staunchly opposed to allowing women on the 
stage. became the director of the New Alfred. The company staged a number of plays by 
Murad. In 1910-11 there was a terrible fire in the New Alfred Theatre, and the company 
closed down, but in 1914 the company was revived under the ownership of Manakji Master. 
Three years later, after an extensive tour, the company returned to Bombay in full glory. 

In 1918 there was another change of partners. Now Manakji Master, Manakshah Balsara, 
and Mehrvanji Kapadia became its owners. In 1920 the company went to Surat, Ahmedabad, 
and Muradabad for an exhibition. In Muradabad the company performed Abhimanyu and 
Chalta Purza. Director Ogra’s acting in the farce Raja Bahadur was something to see. 
After five years the company retumed to Bombay. 

The New Alfred performed plays for a number of years and remained very successful in 
Bombay. In 1932 the company set up camp in Jaipur at the request of Maharaja Sawai 
Mansingh. The theatre hall built earlier by Maharaja Ram Singh was there, and the company 
exhibited several plays with great enthusiasm. In 1937, when the company was in Delhi, it 
was shut down for various reasons. The owners turned the curtains and costumes and other 
Properties over to Lala Mukund Lal. In spite of promising compensation, Lal never paid 
even a penny. 

In the beginning the New Alfred performed plays by Murad, Dil, Hashr, and Ahsan, but 
later Radheshyam’s Hindi dramas predominated. The chief actors of the New Alfred were 
Sohrabji Ogra, Bhogilal, Amritlal (Ambu), Umar Bhai, Qadar Bhai, Elaizar (Bhaduri), Nisar, 
Purushottam, and Narmada Shankar. The company employed a scene painter named Miyan 
Husain Khan Anguthachhap. He was very skilled in his work, for which he received 
Rs 1500 per month. Later he became an associate of Dinshah Irani. 
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NOTES 


1, [Gupt's Chapter 4. Gupt lists the playwrights somewhat randomly. They have been rearranged in chronological 
order based on life span and period of activity of the dramatist in the theatre.] 


2. [The evidence indicates that Raunaq was probably from ‘the Deccan’, signifying Gujarat, Maharashtra, or 
points further to the south. See Imtiaz Ali Taj, ed., Urdu ka Klasiki Adab {Drame], vol. 5 (1969): 3-8.] 


. Published 16 June 1883. 

[According to Rambabu Saksena, Talib died in 1914. A History of Urdu Literature, 354.] 

Based on the 1900 edition published by Khurshedji Balivala. 

Published by Khurshedji Balivala, Jam-e Jamshed Steam Press, Bombay, 1900. 

. Published by Balivala, The Jamshedji Nasharvanji Petit Parsi Orphanage, Captain Printing Works, 1908. 
. [Gupt's copy was an edition published by Khurshedji Balivala in 1904.] 

Published by Balivala, The J.N. Petit Parsi Orphanage, Captain Printing Press, Mumbai. 

10. Based on the edition published by Balivala, Jam-e Jamshed Press, 1901. 


11. [Vidyavati Lakshmanrao Namra, Hindi Rangmanch aur Pandit Narayanprasad Betab, Varanasi: 
Vishvavidyalaya Prakashan, 1972.] 


12. [Contrary to his usual balance, here Gupt indulges in a stereotype of Muslim culture as licentious. The bawd 
or kuti was a stock character in Sanskrit drama and continued into medieval literature.] 


13. [Gupt’s Chapter 5. The companies have been re-listed in chronological order by date of founding.] 
14. Dhanjibhai N. Patel, Parsi Natak Takhtani Tavarikh (Bombay: Kaisar-i Hind Press, 1931), 192. 
15. Parsi Prakash, vol. 2, 452. 

16, Patel, 87, section 37; in Parsi Prakash, vol. 2, the date is given as 16 May 1868. 

17. [Title corrected to conform to Patel, 103.] 

18. This word was used for professional artists, including courtesans. 

19. ts author was Khurshedji Bahmanji Framroz, and it was a four-act drama published 25 Apal 1871. 


20. Betab, Atmacharit [or Betabcharit, Patiala: Ramraksha Ram, n.¢.], 83. The director of this Alfred was Amritlal 
Keshavlal Nayak. 


yp PNA hee 


(This is the second part of an abridged and edited translation of Somnath Gupt's Parsi Thiyetar: Udbhav aur 


Vikas, being published in three parts in Sangeet Natak.) 


